global market. With the example of Vodafone, the research concentrates on the intricacies of the relationship between brand image and online marketing strategies in order to enhance brand image internationally, in the context of the global telecom sector. For this purpose, two detailed online surveys were conducted to gather opinion about the effects of online marketing strategies on brand image. It also aims to find the gaps in the online strategies and improve them in order to boost up the brand image of Vodafone.
Introduction
Nowadays, businesses have expanded beyond domestic boundaries, and so have increased the needs of strong marketing tools to gain recognition and brand image in the global market. According to 'The GSMA Mobile Economy Report 2017', by the end of 2016, there were 4.8 billion unique mobile subscribers, which means that 'twothirds of the world's population had a mobile phone subscription' (GSMA 2017) . The UK Telecommunication Industry is one of the oldest industries in Europe, which is characterised by fierce competition. It is among the largest industries in the world, which has shown a remarkable growth in the mobile and broadband sector. In 2016, there were '25.3 million UK fixed broadband connections', compared with 2015, an increase of 542k (2.2%). In addition to this, 'mobile telephony services generated £3.9bn in retail revenues ' (Telecommunications Market Data Update Q4, 2016) .
Vodafone, based in the UK, is one of the largest telecom service providers internationally. This organization has marked its presence globally in both developed and developing nations, serving more than 460 million customers worldwide (Vodafone Annual Report, 2016) . In the global sphere, it ranks sixth after Deutsche Telekom and is the second most valuable brand in the European home market. In the UK telecom sector, strong players like British Telecom (BT), the oldest player in this industry, are giving tough competition, which emphasizes the need of enhancing brand image. In the 21st century, the penetration of internet in all aspects of modern life makes it an important communication tool, where not only individuals can communicate with each other but also large companies, such as Vodafone, have access to millions of customers at a click. This has been allowed by legislations moves like the one where 'the US Congress rescinded the Obama administration's privacy restrictions. This enabled telecom providers to collect and share customer data, treating the telecoms more like Google or Facebook than like utilities' (BrandZ™ Global Top 100 Most Valuable Brands report, 2017).
As the online marketing strategies should be framed strongly in order to promote a positive brand image and recognition in the global market, this research outlines the need for understanding the strategic importance of various online effective promotion strategies to enhance brand image internationally, in the context of the global telecom sector. It not only involves understanding the enhancement of electronic interactions with the customers to build a positive brand image, but also the right effective promotion strategies for gaining recognition. In regard to this, we have set a fourfold objectives for our research (1) To evaluate the growing importance of online 
Conceptual framework

Gathering three concepts: Brand image, international marketing and online marketing
Online marketing has taken the centre position of most of the organisations and many of them are foregoing the use of traditional media for marketing (Newlands, 2011) .
Thus, the study of the relationship between online marketing and brand image has gained even more importance for many researchers. Online marketing, as a way for developing brand image, has become important in the era of globalisation (Amaeshi, Adi and Amao, 2006; Aggrawal et al., 2017) . This is because it is the most convenient and cost-effective way to enhance and develop brand image not only in the domestic market but also in the international market (Young, 2005; Burmann et al., 2017) .
Busy time schedule and certain life style have restricted the customers from visiting the stores physically. As a result, it becomes difficult for the organisations to build brand image, says Roberts & Zahay (2012) . Thus, online marketing helps in conveying the features and characteristics of the brand to the customers, even if they are unable to visit the stores physically (Wheeler, 2012) .
'Building a brand image not only vitalizes a brand, but also helps people gain interest in the brand and brings loyalty from the consumers' (Budelmann, Kim and Wozniak, 2010) . Marketing strategies are targeted to build brand image and this requires sufficient amount of promotions, which would help to create an acceptable amount of awareness and a suitable perception among the prospective and existing customers (Roberts and Zahay, 2012) . To reach the global population today internet is the best possible solution; it brings brands closer to people with just a click. Often companies create a parent brand under which a wide range of products is identified (Bullas, 2014) . Thus, branding forms a major part of the overall marketing and business strategies. A company or a brand that holds a very good image among the public is expected to capture a greater market share and gain a competitive advantage. In addition, several researches on brand image have found that a positive brand image leads to high level of brand loyalty. 'Brand image is the mental construct developed by the consumers on the basis of a few selected impressions among the flood of the total impressions', says Bradbury (2012). Kotler (2012) has defined brand image as a group of ideas, impressions and beliefs that a consumer holds behind a specific brand. In addition to this, brand is the attribute of the business firm or organisation the customers or potential customers identify with, and this definitely implies global repercussions. Kitchen (2002) and Young (2005) point out that international marketing and branding are 'integrated concepts'. To develop and analyse brand in international markets, it should have some global significance to which the global population can directly relate to, without cultural or social factors creating an obstacle (Remenyi, 2012) . Thus companies should include various factors like customer analysis to understand the trends, motivation, unmet needs, segmentation, etc. and the companies also need to carry out competitive analysis in the market through brand image, brand identity, strategies, strengths, vulnerabilities and the self-analysis too (Hollensen, 2014) . Kotabe and Helsen (2012) define international marketing as the ability of the company to market their products and services in almost all countries. With the emergence of the internet, this reach has become extensive. 'Despite the rapidly changing digital media and technology landscapes, […] marketing fundamentals have remained constant and are even more essential', helping to 'differentiate businesses given the intense competition' (Chaffey and Smith, 2017) . On the other hand, brand represents and characterises a company, a product and/or service, in order to make them relevant and distinctive to the consumer. Brand identity is a very important aspect (Kapferer, 2008) , which determines brand communication with the customer. Strong brands acquire the capability to integrate all aspects of a product into an effective whole. Thus to communicate this identity marketing strategies have to be effectively formulated, being the WoM especially important (Niros et al., 2017) , virtually extended to social media networks (Hudson et al., 2016; Clark et al., 2017) .
UK Telecom industry and investment in international marketing
The UK Telecommunication Industry has pioneered several business models in order to distribute digital content. (Brew & Lucas, 2009 ). In the current scenario, a customer is no more restricted with limited alternatives. Despite price, quality and customer service matters, it is the brand image which plays a major role in influencing consumer buying decision. 'Brand image is a set of beliefs of the customers, held about a specific brand' (Wheeler, 2012) . In other words, brand image represents the organisation's character and highlights its vision and mission to the customers. With the technological advancement and increased disposable income of the customers over the world, online marketing has become the best platform for an organisation to portray its character and derive direct sales through e-commerce (Sinkovics and Ghauri, 2009 This research has followed the positivist paradigm to study the effect of international online marketing strategies on brand image. In combination, a quantitative approach has been implemented to analyse the facts associated with the evaluation and connection between these two variables. As for data collection, two independent questionnaires were elaborated. Each template was composed of ten close ended questions. The sample was integrated by 100 people divided into two groups:
Vodafone Digital Marketing Managers and customers of the brand. This second group was identified through Vodafone online community. The managers were contacted through the professional social network LinkedIn. The sample population was picked randomly, identifying participants from four countries: UK, USA, India and China. Youngsters are the predominant age group, as this segment of the population is used to check regularly social media networks and to surf the Net. They also form the largest group of customers in developing countries like India. The low response of the 26-35 age group, the core workforce, was concluded to be due to their reluctance to participate in online surveys. In the same line, + 45 age group has a lack of interest and limited use of social networks (Remenyi, 2012 2. Gender of the participants. A significant lower number of females participated in the survey. They only constituted 37% of the total customer sample population, and the rest 63% was dominated by male gender. Nevertheless, this sample is relatively small to comment on the social media use pattern between males and females. The response inclines towards an understanding that females were less interested in participating. It is necessary to highlight the point that equal number of males and females were contacted by the researcher via Facebook to avoid any bias.
Occupation of the participants.
The majority of the respondents, 53% of the sample, was represented by fellow students from various universities in the three chosen countries. The response rate was high among them as they are quite familiar with answering surveys for academic purposes and secondly, their use of social networks like Facebook is considerably high. With the smart phone revolution, globally access to internet and mobile operator has become vital. 23% of the respondents were working as telecom employees, 17% was in the other categories: unemployed or homemakers, and 7% of the respondents were entrepreneurs or owned a business. preferences. Thus in this customer survey was identified that only 27% of the people were using other service providers before they became consumers of Vodafone. 73% of the respondents were Vodafone customers from the very beginning of the consumption. Literature highlights that the shift is often significant when brand awareness is high. The number of existing customers of Vodafone is high, but a limited number of people in the sample has shifted operators different than Vodafone.
In order to attract other prospective customers and increase its market share in the nearly mature markets, Vodafone has to implement new marketing strategies, especially internationally, as countries like China or India require long lasting competitive glocal strategies.
What attracted you to be a customer of Vodafone? It is necessary to know
what the customers of Vodafone really like about the brand or the service they provide, this would help Vodafone to analyse their strengths in the market. The data findings reflected that 27% of the existing customers were attracted to Vodafone because of its excellent customer service. 23% of the customers were influenced by the online marketing campaigns promoted by Vodafone, sharing digital content such as the famous advertisement fictional characters 'ZooZoo', created by Ogilvy & Mather for the presence of the brand in India. 20% of the sample population said that their leitmotiv was the reputation of the brand in the telecom market. On the other hand, 17% said that chose Vodafone over the other telecom providers due to its reliable mobile network connectivity and internet data services. Finally, 13% of the segment outlined other factors like prepaid and postpaid plans and personalised promotions to reward the customer loyalty.
6. How long have you been customer of Vodafone? Most of the survey customers, 53% of the sample, can be labelled as 'relatively new users', hiring Vodafone service from one to three years. 28% of the samples are 'ardent customers', using the products long enough, more than three years at a stretch; they can be also called 'loyal customers'. 19% of the customers are 'nascent', as they have been using the service for less than a year. This means that Vodafone has captured a large range of market share in the past five years, also strengthen by the internet marketing growth and its accessibility globally. Its current customers' loyalty has been reinforced with extra services and a wide range of online facilities that have added value to this telecom provider. 19% of the sample, who has recent joint Vodafone family, should be provided with additional service support and other marketing strategies to foster their loyalty as customers in the long run.
Are you aware of the various marketing activities undertaken by
Vodafone globally? Vodafone has undertaken numerous online and offline marketing strategies to hold the attention of its customer base and attract new prospective customers worldwide. It applies marketing strategies based on a deep study consuming needs and preferences of the operating country. 27% of the sample was strongly aware of the different marketing activities carried out by Vodafone globally. 37% of the customers were aware of the locally ongoing activities. 23% admitted having some relevant knowledge about the activities, not finding it decisive to become a Vodafone customer. Finally, the 13% was not yet aware of any of the activities offered to Vodafone clients. international marketing. 30% of the respondents specified that Vodafone should concentrate on the localised needs and promote regional offers or commercials which are appreciated within the border of a country, as the impact is often stronger. 20% said that Vodafone should combine both to serve the 'glocalized' needs.
Do online marketing strategies only have positive impacts on the global
market? 70% of the managers agree that online marketing strategies have only positive impacts on the company. 30% mentioned that not always the result is positive because of negative publicities or bad reviews. They tend to spread widely, affecting negatively to the company reputation.
What components of internet marketing should be majorly used by
Vodafone to create a brand image in the international market? 
Which online strategies used by Vodafone help to create a brand image in the international market?
As in the previous question, the majority of managers agreed that social media is the most preferred online strategy to create a valued brand image in the international market. Viral advertisements and blogs were also recommended by the managers as a way of producing content related to the brand. SEO, as a brand image marketing strategy, was supported by a non-significant number of managers.
Graphic 8: Which online strategies used by Vodafone help to create a brand image in the international market?
From: Own elaboration
What non-functional benefits do you think the brand Vodafone provides to its customers? The brand Vodafone claims to provide a variety of non-functional
benefits. An equal number of managers believe that Vodafone provides recognition, confidence and status. 30% of the managers feel that trustworthiness is the most important benefit that Vodafone has been able to build and provide its customers over the years. 10% of the managers outline the feeling of belonging to the company through its brand image and positive interactions with its customers that this telecom company has managed to provide. Thus, managers express that the brand has been able to occupy a positive position in the mind of its clients. 
Discussion
In this section we have put forward the findings, analysis and summarized the interrelationship between online international marketing strategies and brand image as in the era of globalization and internet explosion, these two variables have become intensely integrated. It has also been analysed that Vodafone is increasingly using international online marketing strategies to potentiate its global presence. Below we present our research results in concern of the research objectives initially formulated. The international sphere of business is immensely becoming competitive, forcing telecom companies to differentiate from their competitors, not only locally but also in the global market. In regard to this, online marketing strategists play an important role in multinational businesses. The manager-questionnaire survey results reveal that Vodafone emphasises its online marketing strategies due to the international promotion of the brand. 50% of the surveyed managers agreed to this interrelation between online marketing and international marketing. Sinkovics and Ghauri (2009) suggest that companies which are trying to expand their base beyond the domestic boundaries are majorly moving out of the cliché approaches or the traditional ways formerly used. At present, the ground can be tested virtually before the physical expansion analysing the demand of the brand and its products and services through its presence on internet. Foreign market characteristics are very different and require an analysis of the customer needs and trends as well as then, formulate the strategy to enter a new market. In regard to this, two different business perspectives of international marketing has emerged clearly. On the one hand, 'standardization' in the marketing strategy should be implemented in the international markets. Five out of the ten managers in the sample population have agreed that for Vodafone it is necessary to link their online marketing strategies to international marketing. The standardised marketing strategy not only helps to minimize costs of promotional activities but also helps to build a 'global corporate image' (Roberts and Zahay, 2012) .
The importance of online international business marketing strategy is growing with spread of globalization, where global markets have merged. The other concept of international marketing is of 'adaptation' according to literature, where there is a need for the online marketing strategies to suit the uniqueness of the local markets to create greater impacts on the minds of the customers. 30% of the e-marketing managers have agreed that the local strategies are vital, the rest of the managers responded that there is a need for Vodafone to merge the standardization and adaptation approaches of international marketing.
Objective 2: To study the relationship between online international marketing strategies and brand image.
Brand is one of the major drivers to attain a sustainable competitive advantage in the long run. Most of the customer respondents were students and only 27% of the customer sample had been using the services of other mobile operators before they shifted to Vodafone, which means 73% of the customers were from the initial stage were enquired about the impacts of online marketing strategies globally. 70% of the sample said that only positive impacts were possible while the rest 30% said that negative impacts could also be the outcome. The researcher analysed the reason behind this negative impact with the help of related literature available. It was found that, various authors were sceptical about the only positive impacts of online marketing. The negative publicity through social media is viral and can damage the image of the brand for a long duration (Copulsky, 2011; Kähr et al., 2016) . 'Brands are under constant attack, and brand stewards must systematically understand the risks that their brands face, the potential impacts, and the options for managing these risks' (Copulsky, 2011) . The majority of the customers said that they were attracted to Vodafone because of its excellent customer care service and good reputation in the market. The current use of smartphones have exponentially increased, existing a smartphone adoption of 51% of the global population (GSMA, 2017), so online strategies are the best method to grab attention and build a positive brand image by delivering good service and building a healthy relationship with customers.
Objective 3: To identify the branding and international online marketing strategies used by Vodafone.
53% of the customers have been using Vodafone's services for a substantial period of time (one to three years). 28% have been using these services for more than three years; this reflects that Vodafone is able to mantain their customers. Whereas, the managerial questionnaire data analysis revealed that the managers preferred the social media driven strategy to enhance brand image in the market. The literature suggests that the social media spree has engulfed this generation's online marketing strategies which have also led to the creation of a mind blockage. Only twenty percent of the managers said that increasing online interaction would enhance the brand image, whereas majority of the customers opted for increase in customer centred online websites in order to enhance the clients assistance provided by
Vodafone. Thus a gap in the agreement of chosing the suitable strategy for enhancing brand image was identified. Moreover, 30% of the managers hinted on creating a multilayered strategy that would enhance the globalized brand image.
Conclusion
The role played by online marketing strategies in the international marketing and building of the brand image is undeniable. Internet is a medium which not only helps to analyse the international market characteristics but also to identify the entry points in the market. With reference to this aspect, there are different types of business strategies that also give a competitive advantage in international markets, which include product strategy deals, distribution strategy and those focussed on promotional or brand communication strategy. Online marketing strategies are of growing importance to multinationals as they have a deeper reach than any other traditional marketing modes and enable to reach to concrete segments. Thus in our research the first objective was to evaluate the growing importance of online marketing strategies in the international marketing. The results show that Vodafone's managers prioritise social media strategy to build an effective global brand value.
Newlands (2011) points out that various scholars have tried to formulate conceptual frameworks to understand the factors that influence or determined the scope of success or failure in the international markets, playing online marketing strategies an important role in determining this success. The managers of the sample also pointed out that online international marketing strategies have long run benefits such as the increasement of scope for international reach and helps them to obtain bigger market leadership.
In regard to how can brand image be improved with effective use of online marketing, the fact that the number of firms whose objectives are to increase their international presence, reflects on a higher number of competitors, both in the global and in the for Vodafone to use this source in a better way. Additionally, the brand performance can also be measured with the review of effectiveness of the online marketing strategies and its direct implications on financial performance. Indeed, most of the managers were of the opinion that that they should rigorously implement a social media driven strategy. 
Recommendations for future research
Despite being a single-brand study, the research has been designed around three main concepts, important for the current trajectory of a company. With the survey conducted to a sample of customers and managers of a particular brand, it was measured how the brand image of Vodafone is perceived as well as putting together possible digital and international marketing strategies to reach to new markets. This approach opens future research lines to Vodafone, thus it could be recommended to conduct online market surveys to analyse what the customers are looking for in a telecommunication brand in order to inculcate better online international marketing strategies to increase global presence and positive brand recognition. In addition to this, with this Vodafone case study, we also aim to introduce specific mechanisms to measure the efficiency of online marketing strategies implemented via strategic indicators such as brand influence or financial performance, so they could be extrapolated to other telecom providers, even sectors, in order to enhance their bran image marketing policies.
